PREDICTING RECIDIVISM: BASE-RATES FOR MASSACHUSETTS CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTION CONCORD RALPH METZNER* AND GUNTHER WEIL*
This study is a 2 JJ year follow-up study of all men discharged or paroled from the Massachusetts Correctional Institution Concord during 1959. Rates of return, by time period and by background actuarial factors, were computed and are presented here as the basic material for the following purposes:
1) To assist in making the decision whether to parole and when to parole. These figures should enable the Parole Board to make more accurate predictions as to the probabilities for successful parole; in addition they should aid in identifying those inmates who should receive early consideration for parole. 2) To study the effects of a specific treatment.
The outcome, in terms of return rates, of any prison treatment program (such as therapy, vocational activities, etc.) must be compared with the outcome one would have expected if nothing were done. Furthermore the baserate expectancies can be used to match treatment and control groups in any experimental studies.
PROCEDURE

Description of Sample
During 1959, 311 men were released on certificates of discharge or parole. This relatively small sample was chosen for follow-up because (a) it permitted a 2Y2 year period to have elapsed since release and (b) time-pressure made it impossible to collect data from other institutions. Ideally, the figures presented here should be revised annually in order to keep the predictive efficiency up to date. The number released used in this study is smaller than the figure of 356 given in the Statistical Report of the Commissioner of Correction for 1959, because only men who were actually released to the community were included in the sample. Men released from one sentence only to continue incarceration * Center for Research in Personality, Department of Social Relations, Harvard University.
The research was sponsored by the Department of Mental Health, Division of Legal Medicine, and the Department of Correction, Commonwealth of Massachusetts. The assistance and advice of Dr. Norman Neiberg, Dr. David Houghey, and Dr. William Bugden are gratefully acknowledged. on another concurrent or consecutive sentence were not included. If a man was released from Concord more than once during 1959, we adopted the arbitrary convention of counting only the latest one. Of the 311 menin the sample 191 (61 %) were paroled, 76 (24%) were released by Certificate of Discharge or expiration of sentence, and 45 (15%) were paroled and subsequently discharged from parole supervision during the follow-up period. In other words, although 1-2 years is usually considered an adequate follow-up period, a relatively small proportion of men had successfully completed their entire parole period during this time.
Follow-up Criteria
The chief criterion used was whether or not the man was returned to a prison, either for parole violation or for commission of a new offense.
A second, supplementary criterion used was the length of time out before return. If a man was returned to prison more than once during the follow-up period, only the first return was counted. Jail or House of Correction sentences of less than one month were not counted. (There were only two such cases). Two men who died during the follow-up period were included in the sample as non-violators. The data for return to state prison were obtained from the files of the Department of Correction; the data for return to jails or houses of correction were obtained from the Department of Probation. A total of 36 men were released to states other than Massachusetts. Twenty-seven of these were paroled, and 9 were discharged; the follow-up did not cover these cases after they left the state. Furthermore commitment to federal penitentiaries was not counted. These two factors possibly make the figures slightly inaccurate.
Selection of Variables and Collection of Data
The background data obtained for each man were determined by the following three criteria: (1) A search of the literature' for the dozen or so I Wheeler, "Parole Prediction Techniques" (unpublished master's thesis, Washington State University 
REsuLTs
Basic Data
The Table I shows the return figures broken down by type of release, i.e., parole or certificate of discharge. It can be seen that the chances of a parolee returning are somewhat greater than those of a discharged man. This may be a function of the closer supervision which the parolee received and his susceptibility to return for "technical" violations, to which a discharged man is not subject. Figure 1 shows the time course of recidivism, for new offenses and violations combined. It can be seen that the most critical period is between 1 month and 6 months after release. By the end of 1 year over half of those who are going to return have returned, so that 1 year may be considered a good preliminary evaluation point for any new treatment. Table II shows the relationship between the two criteria, type of return and length of time out of prison. There is a significant tendency for most of the parole violations to take place within the first 6 months and for most of the new offenses to take place after that period.
Prediction of Return
There are several methods of deriving predictive tables for estimating parole success or failure. , comparing "less than 6 months" with "more than 6 months," = 6.79, 1 df, p < .01 most common involve the derivation of some sort of total expectancy score, either by simple arbitrary weighting of favorable and unfavorable items," or by the more sophisticated weighting techniques such as regression analysis or discriminant functions. In the present study a different technique was used, called the method of "qualitative types" by Wheeler 9 or "prognostic configuration analysis" by Glaser.
1 0 It involves breaking down the total sample by successively dichotomizing the best predictor variables until a series of classes is determined constituting the basic predictive categories.
Since we have two criterion variables, this technique could be applied to both of them. In the present study however only the criterion of return is used. Inspection of the table in Appendix B showed that there were no appreciable differences between the categories "violation" and "new offense," so these two were combined to give a total return rate. All variables which had a return rate which differed by more than 10 per cent from the overall rate of 56 per cent were dichotomized so as to yield the maximum differentiation between the two classes. These dichotomized variables and the return rates associated with them are shown, in rank order of discrimination, in Table II . It can be seen that the variables time served prior to release, ethnic status, institutional conduct, home contacts, type of home on parole, and type of community, were excluded because they did not provide discrimination greater than the overall rate. Military record was eliminated because the 8 E.g., OHr.N, op. cit. supra note 1. 9 Supra note 1. 10 Supra note 1.
figures seemed inconsistent. Type of offense, since it involves qualitative categories, rather than a continuous variable, was dichotomized twice ( § 1 and %9 5 in Table III ). The variable with the greatest difference in per cent return rate was "sex offenders vs. all other offenders"; however, since the sex offender sample was relatively small, it was thought wiser to use a variable which split the sample more nearly in half. Hence the variable chosen for the first split was number of prior commitments, which divided the total sample into 82 cases (26%) with a 33 per cent return rate and 229 cases (84%) with a 64 per cent return rate. Each of these two groups was then treated as a separate sample, and all return rates by predictor variables were computed again for this particular subsample. The variables were again dichotomized to give the maximum split.
The first group, offenders with no prior com- and other offenses-in these 158 cases the return rate was 68 per cent; the second class (group "Y") included only sex offenders and technical parole violators--in these 71 cases the return rate was 49 per cent. The whole process was then repeated a third time for groups X and Y. Group X was subdivided into 137 whites with a 69 per cent return rate and 21 "others" with an 86 per cent return rate. Group Y was subdivided into 44 cases whose age at last commitment was greater than 24 years, with a return rate of 61 per cent, and 27 cases whose age at last commitment was 24 or less, with a 30 per " Type of offense always refers to the offense for which the inmate was committed prior to release in 1959.
[Vol. 54 cent return rate. By this process we have arrived at a "prognostic configuration table" with six classes using five variables. The whole table is shown in Table IV. Table V shows the six categories described and ranked. These six classes have return rates ranging from 22 to 86 per cent, and the distribution of cases is approximately bimodal with 28 per cent of the sample having a rate between 30 and 40 per cent, and 44 per cent having a rate around 70 per cent.
In order to examine the relationship between the two criteria more closely, the number returning at different time periods in the six groups was computed, and the results are shown in Table VI . From this table it can be seen that the time course of recidivism is approximately the same for these six groups, with a maximum around the 6 months period.
DISCUSSION
The prognostic configuration table presented above enables one to predict the probability of return on the basis of a five-variable classification. The exact figures would of course have to be crossvalidated on a new sample before they could be accepted as reliable. Furthermore, it would be desirable to add the information for men released subsequent to 1959, so as to keep the figures continuously up to date and abreast of any changes in commitment or parole policies which might occur.
12
By classifying an inmate in one of the six categories shown in Table V , parole agencies can predict the probability of return with greater accuracy than they could on the basis of the overall expectancy alone. For example a 20 year old sex offender with some previous record would have a 61 per cent chance of returning; if he were older than 24 he would be classified in class (2) with a 30 percent chance of returning. Glaser" has pointed out the advantages of this kind of table over numerical score tables (based for example on regression analysis): "First of all, it seems likely that a judge or a parole board will more readily accept a configuration table because it indicates exactly what went into the prognosis which it yields by showing the combination of factors 12 The data for the approximately 300 men released from Concord every year could be collected once a year and punched on cards. New frequencies could then be obtained from the IBM 101. As previously mentioned, two experienced scorers can code the data for 15 to 20 men in about an hour.
13 Supra note 1.
involved. The numerical score tables blur their sources of information by presenting the official only with a score. In addition, the configuration table promotes testing of criminological theory by generating and testing hypotheses as to which combination of factors will be of most prognostic significance." For example in the present study the three most discriminating variables-prior penal commitments, prior arrests, and type of offense-are all indices of past criminal record which turn out to be more predictive than present behavior, at least in those variables which we were able to collect from the files. The table might also be used in another way for prediction of optimum time of release. This could be made by computing the return rates for each category after specific amounts of time served (e.g., 12 months, 2 years, etc.) and determining at what time they are lowest.
Finally, the table can be used to assess the effectiveness of a correctional treatment program by showing to what extent the prognosis is altered by a specific type of therapeutic or correctional experience. Again, one would classify the participants in the particular treatment programs to be evaluated into the six classes, compute the return rate for each, and see to what extent it differs from the overall rate for that class. Unless the percentage is significantly lower in the treatment subsample, the treatment program cannot be said to make any difference in the probability of return.
Also in an experimental design involving treatment and control groups, the classification presented here can be used as a basis for matching the groups.
SUMMARY
A follow-up study over a 2J year period was conducted for a sample of 311 men released from a Massachusetts state prison during 1959. The overall return rate was 56 per cent, with half being returned on technical parole violation and half for new offenses. The time course of returns was also estimated: most returns occur between 6 months and 1 year. Background information on 12 variables was collected from correctional files; the best predictor variables were dichotomized and used successively to halve the sample until six classes were obtained. These had return rates of 22, 30, 37, 61, 69, and 86 per cent. The five variables involved in the classification are prior commitments, prior arrests, type of offense, age at last commitment, and ethnic status. These decisions and (2) 
